Discrepancies between the assessed urgency and the actual time taken to obtain a consultation with an internist.
To compare postreferral waiting times to hospital in internal medicine with the urgency of the cases as assessed by a panel of doctors. Retrospective evaluation of referrals to three hospitals during 1 week. Referrals to internal medicine departments of Kuopio University Hospital, Kajaani central hospital and Pieksämäki regional hospital in Finland. Two specialists in internal medicine working in university hospital and four specialists in general practice, two of whom were private sector general practitioners (GPs), the other two being public health centre chief physicians. Postreferral waiting times, assessment of the urgency of the referral by a panel of doctors, and the reliability of this assessment. Mean delay to specialist consultation was 36 days. There were no significant differences between the assessors in their opinions regarding the degree of urgency of referrals. Interobserver agreement between assessors was moderate or substantial (kappa values 0.46-0.62) and intraobserver agreement varied from moderate to almost perfect (kappa values were between 0.57 and 0.88). However, of those patients who were assessed to require examination by a consultant within 1 week only 34% actually saw the specialist within that time. Of those patients who were assessed to be require the treatments within 8-30 days, 48% were examined by a specialist within that time. It is possible to reliably assess the urgency of referrals to internal medicine departments. There is a need to improve the referral process for those patients requiring consultation with a hospital specialist within 30 days.